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MAKING MUSIC-- IT'S HARD WORK AND WORTH IT
By Megan McMamer 
University of Montana 
Office of University Relations
A large chunk of the wall in Esther England's studio is devoted to photos, 
clippings, cards of thanks, congratulations...
There s a news photo of Prince Charles kissing Pamela South backstage at 
the San Francisco opera.
Pamela was a student of England's in the early '70s, after following the 
University of Montana voice teacher's advice to give up a singing stint at the 
Heidelhaus and return to school for a while.
England cast her in the witch's part of "Hansel and Gretel," an Opera Work­
shop production. The part was slightly higher than what South usually sang, but 
she worked out fine. A year later she began winning auditions that landed her with 
the number two (seme say the number one) opera company in the United States,
In a San Francisco Examiner article, dated May 1, 1978, South says, "Esther 
England was very patient with me and became my inspiration. I began to take 
(singing) seriously."
Hers is not the only success story among England's students.
Known as Esther to her UM associates and everyone else-- from Alex Stepanzoff, 
director of the Missoula City Band, to the tiniest kid in the chorus line of 
Music Man,"-- Esther England is a dynamo of devotion, intensity and love, when
(over)
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it comes to music.
And that's what she demands from her students.
"The hardest thing for me as a teacher is to deal with someone who doesn't 
care as much as I do. Who is satisfied with himself. Who doesn't turn on. Who 
doesn't really dig into the music and is content to learn three songs a quarter.
The person who won't respond to the challenge of music."
That can't happen very often, judging from the students who come out of 
England's studio. She has had winners in New York Metropolitan Opera auditions 
for seven years running. Past students are now performing, or have performed 
with the Central City Opera in Denver, the Seattle Opera, the St. Louis Opera, 
the Memphis Opera, the San Francisco Opera and on Broadway. They are doing 
graduate work at institutions like Indiana University and the New England Con­
servatory.
Current students consistently appear as soloists with the Missoula City Band, 
have lead roles in local community musical productions, carry major parts in operas 
produced by the UM Opera Workshop, and earn their way in summer theater.
Alex Stepanzoff says, "Not just anybody can sing with Missoula City Band.
We are choosy. When we choose Esther and her students, it's because we know they 
have established their credentials."
England established hers at 21 when she was offered, simultaneously, a Fulbright 
scholarship for study in Europe and a solo contract with the Metropolitan Opera 
touring company.
While the chance with the Met might have meant a straighter shot at a pro­
fessional singing career, she chose the Fulbright and hasn't regretted it.
"I was too young to really have a career at that point. And I wouldn't have 
missed that European experience for anything. I grew up over there."
(more)
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As a mezzo-soprano soloist with the Bavarian Radio Choir for three years, 
she concertized throughout Europe, performing all kinds of repertoire.
When she received a telegram offering her a teaching position at the 
University a choice again had to be made-- this time between teaching and pro­
fessional singing.
"I chose this," she says, gesturing towards her studio piano, mirror, the 
pictures on the wal1.
"I was scared all the time at first. Teaching is an intense, one-on-one 
thing. It can be exhausting. You have to keep your own resources alive and 
full of passion."
Teaching and performing have not been mutually exclusive for England.
In 1972 she sang the role of Mercedes in "Carmen" with the Portland Opera 
Company and in 1973 returned to Europe for a year with the Bavarian Radio Choir. 
Her local performances include faculty recitals, chamber recitals and symphony 
concerts.
It can be a grueling schedule, however. As an associate professor at UM 
she teaches courses in German diction and repertoire, directs the Opera Workshop, 
works as musical director for many drama department productions and has about 10 
private students. And those are only her campus commitments. Some days are 14 
hours long and there are not enough chances to simply sing.
Buu-- when my students make it, in a sense that's me singing too. When I 
hear my students perform I can't sit where anyone can see me, because I sing along 
During a major production I sing every solo, every entrance. When they make it, 
part of me makes it too."
England coaches her students with the fierce caring and concern of a parent.
(over)
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She prepares them to be professionals. She teaches them to be disciplined, 
aggressive, self-confident; to be able to take criticism, deserved or not, and 
to have patience.
Her students use words like "exuberance" and "enthusiasm" when describing 
her teaching strengths. They say she is able to instill confidence. She 
encourages them and has a positive attitude of "if there's a problem, we can 
fix it."
They say she pushes hard, sometimes maybe too hard,
She says, "I try to teach my students to believe in themselves and I teach 
them to be survivors."
England gives her students a chance at major roles by staging whole operas 
and taking them on tour all over the state. Last year they did "Carmen."
She talks a lot about "making it." But her idea of what that means does not 
seem to include only the San Francisco Opera and the Met.
She has as much enthusiasm for her work with The Group-- a largely community 
based springtime operatic adventure that is able to include people like "this one 
retired guy who lived at the Palace." (He provided some great props.)
"I received several letters after this year's performance. One was from a 
woman who works at a local travel agency. She said it was the first time she'd 
ever heard live opera and she was surprised to find that she liked it. That made 
it all worthwhile."
England is also involved heart and soul with community theater. She's been 
musical director for the past six performances of the Missoula Children Theatre's 
community productions and she played the part of Cousin Nettie in "Carousel."
When she grills a line-up of 6 to 12-year-olds on their rendition of 
"Seventy-Six Trombones" and responds with a joyful cry of "bravo!" they know that
(more)
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they've at least temporarily passed her criteria for professionalism and are 
made to feel that the Big Time is very much... here.
Jim Caron, who directs the Children Theatre productions, says England is the 
finest musician he has ever worked with.
"As a person who works with community people, I really envy her ability to 
uplift and inspire a group of singers the way she can." he says.
Except for an early introduction to the piano, England's entry into a musical 
career was almost a fluke. She came to the UM intending to major in biology, and 
play the flute on the side. ("I thought animal behavior was neat and I had a crush 
on my high school biology teacher.")
Symphony conductor Eugene Andre said there was a surplus of flutists and why 
didn't she talk to George Hummel about piano instead? She auditioned for professors 
Hummel and Rudolph Wendt and they were favorably impressed. They sent her to take a 
placement theory exam and before she could say "Guido d'Arezzo" she was a piano major 
in an honors theory program.
Towards the end of her second year, with an extra hour to fill, she signed up 
for voice lessons and was placed with John Lester.
"Within three weeks, under his teaching, the voice was there. And I've never 
looked back. Without him I'd never be where I am today."
She still plays the piano. Dennis Alexander of the UM piano faculty calls her 
a "really superb overall musician" whose accomplishments at the keyboard make her 
particularly aware of her accompanist.
England says that music is half performing and half listening.
"Many of my students will get married and sing in church choirs the rest of their
lives. But they will be part of an educated, appreciative audience, without which, 
there is no forum for the music."
(over)
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An appreciation, in turn, for audiences is evident in England's favorite 
kind of performance-- the concert.
"During a concert you're not hiding behind a form like a play or opera.
It can sometimes be frightening. With singing you're really exposing yourself-- 
it's such a personal thing. I get cotton-mouth and my right knee shakes. Once, 
through an entire song cycle, my upper lip v/as stuck to my teeth. But you also 
have direct communication with the audience. There is an ecstatic moment when 
you are the audience. It's hard to explain...
"I have a passionate love of music. I cannot deal with music casually.
I'm afraid that sometimes comes across as an aggressiveness that is intimidating. 
But I'm not in competition with anyone but myself... to be the best musician, the 
best teacher and the best director that I possibly can, and to turn as many people 
on as I can. There is nothing more important to me from the past 12 years than the 
memories of my students. And if they remember me, that is my good fortune,."
